P romoting gender equality and empowering women is one of the United Nations Millennium Development Goals. The aim of the IYA2009 Cornerstone Project "She is an Astronomer" is to provide neutral and accessible information to female professional and amateur astronomers, students, and those interested in the gender equality problem in science, especially astronomy. I took over as Chair of the task group in November 2008; we now have 16 people, men and women, working by email and phone. Our main objective was the development of a website where anyone, anywhere, can read about the subject, get information, ask questions and find answers.
Approximately one-quarter of all professional astronomers are women. In some countries there are none; elsewhere, they are the majority. There are countries, such as France, Romania and Argentina, that have more women astronomers, for reasons we do not fully understand: perhaps role models are effective once a critical number is reached, perhaps barriers came down when large numbers of scientists were needed.
The drop in numbers at senior levels suggests that scientific careers are heavily affected by social and cultural factors -not solely by ability. The RAS has been at the forefront of getting objective information on the subject in the UK, and their three surveys show that not much has changed in 15 years at senior levels.
The problems for women in astronomy are the same as for professional people everywhere: mixing a high-pressure, demanding career with a life outside work. For female astronomers the pressures become particularly intense in their 30s because astronomers are expected to move after the PhD and to publish, whilst their biological clock may be ticking. Astronomy, more than many disciplines, expects a mobile workforce, travelling the world on two-or three-year contracts. The next job often depends on the publication record from the last, so a career break makes a big impact. Also, there is objective evidence that women in science find it less easy to get papers published, or get grants.
Going live
This IYA2009 cornerstone project was officially launched on 21 April at the European Week of Astronomy and Space Science at the University of Hertfordshire and this was when the website went live (http://www.sheisanastronomer. org). The main areas in the website are: profiles of living and historic female astronomers, resources, events during IYA2009, an area for ambassadors of She is an Astronomer and a trial poll option, to gather information. Later in the year a web-forum for discussion will start. As IYA2009 progresses the website will grow and at the end the information gathered in it will be retained and maintained as a legacy. The RAS kindly agreed to host the site and a small team of RAS Fellows (Quentin Stanley, Anita Heward and Emily Baldwin) have done an amazing job in creating the website in time for the launch.
The task group wants to show people that women are astronomers, have been astronomers, and can be astronomers, and to give examples of how successful astronomers balance the various demands on their time, the problems they face and their successful strategies. A questionnaire has been sent out to selected female astronomers around the world, and more will be targeted over the coming months, to build up a picture of women at different points in their careers in different countries. Some issues are already coming out of the survey: most individual women we asked do not think it was more difficult for them to get promotion compared to their male colleagues, yet when you ask them if women are under-represented, the answer is often "yes". There is indeed a "leaky pipe" with women dropping out of astronomy (and science in general) at each stage, so the female astronomers we are asking are the survivors.
During the year there will be a variety of events linked to She is an Astronomer, and meetings where people can hear about what helps get women into a career in astronomy, and keep them there. I have been stunned at how few hard numbers and statistics exist.
In some countries, no-one has ever counted the female astronomers. During the year we intend to build up an archive of statistics, surveys, reports and literature. I hope we can produce examples of good practice for people, institutes and countries to follow to improve conditions for women and others -good practice is good for everyone.
Ambassadors
The ambassadors for She is an Astronomer are proving to be a delight. The task group was too small to organize one for each country, but people around the world have been emailing to tell us of their initiatives. In the UK, we are very fortunate to have Maggie Aderin as our She is an Astronomer ambassador. She is arranging talks and activities for younger people, and organizing a series for Woman's Hour on Radio 4. Girls need to see women enjoying science, and making it their careers. She also worked with the UK Resource Centre for Women in SET to set up a series of blogs from women in astronomy. Some of Maggie's activities are supported by RAS funding.
I have been asked how amateur astronomers and other people can help and my reply is: "Please convince young girls to get interested in science -girls can do science, girls find astronomy exciting. Please introduce young girls to telescopes, astronomical societies and professional women, so they can see, if nothing else, that we are normal people." Women around the world have the same message -we love astronomy and we want to do it. The message is that it will be hard work, but we all think it's worth it. Some women suggest getting administrative help; others recommend techniques for coping with a heavy workload (or a 48-hour day).
I think this is a unique opportunity to raise awareness of the issues and suggest solutions. Many people, once they realize the problem, take steps to address it, and I hope She is an Astronomer can identify strategies that work and improve the situation. I suspect there is no single answer, but many small steps that we all have to take. •
